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First Special Report 


On 4 March 2015 the Science and Technology Committee published its Seventh Report of 
Session 2014-15, Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew [HC 866]. On 14 August 2015 we received 
the Government’s response to the Report, which included as an annex an earlier letter from 
the then Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Natural Environment and Science. 
The Government Response is appended below. 


Appendix: Government response 


Introduction 


The Government welcomes the Science and Technology Committee’s report “Royal 
Botanic Gardens, Kew”. It provides a helpful contribution to the consideration of Kew’s 
organisational development and funding for the future. 


My predecessor, Lord De Mauley, provided you with an initial response that welcomed 
your report. I would like to reiterate his thanks to the Committee and endorse the points 
that he made in his letter of 30 March 2015 (included in Annex A). 


I would like to take the opportunity to comment on your recommendations further and 
provide you with an update on our work with Kew on these issues. We will continue to 
bear the recommendations in mind as we progress our work for the Comprehensive 
Spending Review. 


Recommendations and Responses 


1: We have seen that austerity in Government has posed more risk to fundamental long 
term research than other types of research which are better able to compete for research 
council funding. The Government needs to protect this kind of world class research in the 
UK and ensure it receives proper recognition within Research Excellence Framework 


assessments (paragraph 13, page 7). 


RBG Kew has a well-deserved global reputation for pioneering collections-based scientific 
research, capacity building and data access. Kew performs a vital role as part of our 
national capability and science infrastructure, contributing significantly to global plant & 
fungal science capability. It deserves support from Government and many others. The 
Government has been closely involved in discussions with RBG Kew to ensure that its 
scientific standing is maintained and enhanced while living within its budget. 


RBG Kew’s new Science Strategy sets out a clear plan and key deliverables that will help 
secure Kew’s future asan established and world leading centre of excellence in plant and 
fungal knowledge. The outputs from this programme of work will contribute towards 
solving some of the critical challenges facing humanity today. 
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Kew’s scientific and collections management activities are funded through a mixture of 
Government funding alongside science grants, philanthropy and other self-generated 
income. We estimate that Defra contributes approximately 40% of the total of Kew’s 
science budget (around £17m this year). This investment will ensure that Kew’s scientific 
collections, knowledge and data can be used by governments, academics, industry and the 
public, globally, thereby creating opportunities for innovation and economic growth. We 
also welcome Kew’s plans to increase its income from science grants as well as commercial 
sources of income and partnership with industry. 


The Research Excellence Framework enables selective distribution of research funding to 
universities on the basis of quality. Other research organisations, such as the Research 
Council centres and Government Laboratory Agencies, are outside this framework. An 
independent, expert review of the science at RBG Kew was carried out in 2012 to assess the 
quality, balance, scope and appropriateness of its programme. This indicated it was 
difficult to judge the overall quality of Kew science outputs by comparison with university 
departments, since Kew’s scientific work is of a very different nature. The review did 
conclude that Kew’s work in plant discovery and description is of world class quality and of 
great global significance. It also concluded that RBG Kew is highly regarded as an 
international botanic collection and research facility. 


Defra is currently reviewing research, monitoring and other evidence activity with Kew, 
other agencies and Non Departmental Public Bodies. This is with a view to setting out and 
communicating our future priorities following the comprehensive spending review. 


2: We therefore recommend that the Government writes to our successor Committee to 
provide an update on how funding will be changed to provide longer term security to both 
the management of Kew and its contribution to world class science (paragraph 30, 


page 12). 


RBG Kew is funded from commercial income, charitable giving and other grants as well as 
receiving Government funding (currently around 40% of its total income). We recognise 


the difficult financial position that Kew has been in and we have responded to help ease 
this. This has included: 


Working hard to get a fair deal for Kew in challenging times: 


Despite pressures on government finance, we have been able to provide a good settlement 
for Kew for 2015/16, maintaining operational funding at the same level as it was for 
2013/14. This includes more money provided this financial year as ‘unrestricted’ funding 
(i.e. flexible funding RBG Kew can spend freely within the parameters of its statutory 
duties); a key ask of Kew during the Select Committee’s evidence session and referenced in 
your report. The level of unrestricted funding is now over 65% of Defra funding—up from 
590% in 2012/13. 


Defra has also provided considerable capital funding to RBG Kew. Since 2012/13 we have 


provided over £9m on RBG Kew’s information technology and £10m for the Temperate 
House Precinct Project. 
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We will continue to work closely with Kew and HM Treasury on the comprehensive 


spending review—which will determine funding from 2016 onwards across the whole of 
government. 


Providing enhanced flexibility in the way Kew manages its Government 
funding: 


We have listened to Kew’s wish to have more flexibility in how it can manage its 
government funding, akin to the way the Natural History Museum operates. We have 
therefore extended to Kew more of the ‘freedoms’ that are available to certain museums 
and galleries. Key freedoms now available to Kew are: 


e The ability to apply for preferential Government loans. Weare pleased that Kew is 
benefiting from a £530k loan for a project that will help grow its self-generated 
income. 


e The ability to earn interest on their non-government funds. 


e Flexibility to opt in or out of central government procurement on a case by case 
basis. 


e Permission to spend previously generated reserves. 
e Exemption from the requirement to use the Government Banking Service. 


e Exemption from central marketing and advertising controls. 


Enabling greater opportunity for commercial activity: 


We will continue to work with Kew to seek to remove barriers to achieving greater 
commercial activity. This will help Kew to increase its self-generated income, one of its 
strategic key aims. Kew has increased its non-Defra funding by 50% in the last 4 years and 
aims to continue along this trajectory. 


3: We recommend that the Government ensures that future funding to Kew has a far 
greater proportion that is unrestricted. The forthcoming triennial review of Kew should 
provide an opportunity to consider whether Kew’s funding should be more consistent with 
that of the Natural History Museum. We would expect that the triennial review teams for 
Kew and the Natural History Museum work closely to ensure more consistency of 


treatment (paragraph 31, page 12). 


We recognise that Kew would like to have increased levels of its Government funding 
provided as ‘unrestricted’ and as I have set out above have achieved this for funding for 
2015/2016. We will look for opportunities to improve this further during the 
comprehensive spending review. 


We note the Committee’s recommendation on a future review of Kew and closer working 
between RBG Kew and the National History Museum. We agree that there are areas of 
joint interest between the two organisations. I am pleased that these organisations have a 
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longstanding relationship and have successfully collaborated for over two centuries. In 
particular they have worked together on complementary areas such as their herbarium 
collections. This has included a recent pilot project for the mass digitisation of their 
herbarium specimens. 


Officials in my department will continue to engage closely with those in the Department 
for Culture, Media and Sport on issues relevant to both the Natural History Museum and 
Kew. They will also continue to engage with other government departments to inform how 
Kew delivers outputs, and accesses sources of funding, across Government. 


The Cabinet Office is currently considering the future Arm’s Length Body review 
programme, encouraging greater collaboration across departments. We will consider the 
best approach for Kew in light of new guidance. 


Your report is extremely valuable. We all recognise the important work Kew undertakes 
and the key role it fulfils for the nation. 
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Annex A — Initial response from Lord de Mauley, Parliamentary 
Under-Secretary of State for Natural Environment and Science, to 
Select Committee, 30 March 2015 


I would like to thank the Committee for its report on 4 March 2015 on the Royal Botanic 
Gardens (RBG), Kew. This comes at a helpful point in Kew’s organisational development 
and your analysis and recommendations are welcome. 


We have a shared view that RBG Kew performs a vital role and needs all the support that 
Government and others can provide. After the general election, the Ministerial team 
responsible for RBG Kew will provide a full response to your report. 


In the meantime I would like to take the opportunity to comment on a few points in your 
report. 


RBG Kew’s restructuring programme 


It is expected that there will be 100 post closures at the end of the re-structuring process 
but this does not, as your report implies, correlate directly to redundancies. For example, 
47 of these FTE post closures are for scientific roles. Those have resulted in under 30 
science redundancies rather than the 50 referred to in your report. 


As Richard Deverell said when giving evidence to the Committee “most of the changes we 
are implementing this year at Kew are to do with making Kew fit for purpose and effective 
in the 21% century...I...have already said that we would need to make significant changes 
in restructuring across the whole of Kew irrespective of funding”. 


I strongly agree with Richard that Kew needs to have the right skills in place to deliver a 
new scientific vision and respond to future global challenges. 


Freedom to Manage Kew’s Budget 


You recommended that Kew be given more freedom to manage its budget and be given an 
indication of funding over the longer term. I do not feel, however, that your report fully 
captured the progress we have and are making in this respect. For example: 


e The often reported ‘hole’ in Kew’s 14/15 budget was addressed to a significant 
degree by additional Government funding last year. 


e We have plans in place to maintain Kew’s operating funding at 2013 levels right 
through to April 2016. 


¢ Wealready provide Kew with multi-year funding, such as for the Millennium Seed 
Bank and the refurbishment of the Temperate House. 


¢ We recognise the issue of unrestricted versus restricted funding and plan to give 
more resource to Kew in flexible, unrestricted resources in the next financial year. 


e We will review the funding models for Kew later this year. 
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e We have extended to Kew more of the ‘freedoms’ that are available to certain 


museums and galleries. 


Links with Other Government Departments 


I do agree with your recommendations about links between the Triennial Review of Kew 
with that of the Natural History Museum. Officials in my Department have and will 
continue to engage with those in DCMS as well as DfID, FCO and HMT on the future 
objectives and funding for RBG Kew. This is being taken forward as part of the 
preparations for the next Comprehensive Spending Review and the expected Triennial 
Review of RBG Kew later this year. 


Once again, I would like to thank you for your report and hope you find this information 
useful. 
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